




MANAGERIAL CHALLENGES OF FOSTERING PARTNERSHIPS 
TO CREATE A SUSTAINABLE TOURISM DESTINATION: THE  





This case study focuses on the managerial challenges facing Tan Sri Khalid Ramli 
as the CEO of Langkawi Development Authority (LADA) at the time of the study. It 
focused particularly on efforts to develop Langkawi as a sustainable tourism destination. 
It assessed the managerial challenges in forming and managing a collaborative effort 
towards making Langkawi sustainable. Sustainable tourism is a concept already adopted 
by many destinations such as Costa Rica, and Maldives to counter or minimize negative 
impacts often associated with the practice of mass tourism. It opens door for management 
of existing tourism resources for the benefit of future generations and advocates that 
destination or tourism products managers strive to incorporate sustainable practices into 
their management style.  
 
Tourism Industry in Malaysia 
Tourism industry is a significant economic contributor to many countries. In 
Malaysia, tourism sector ranks as the second most important income generator after oil 
and gas production. It has been growing rapidly in this country due to favourable policy 
environment that aims to generate employment, enhance community infrastructure and 
help rejuvenate rural area’s economy through tourism. Indeed, tourism sector is important 
as a source of income and employment for the country especially due to its significant 




Tourist arrival for Malaysia has grown to 23.65 million in 2009
1
. This growth has 
continued to be 25.03 million in 2012, increasing tourist receipts to RM65.44 billion in 
2013
2
. This is the reason why the Malaysian government put so much attention in various 
development and promotion activities to expand the tourism industry. In Malaysia Plan 
10 (MP10, 2011-2015), nine core areas of tourism development will be the focus. These 
are eco-tourism, heritage tourism, homestay tourism, coastal and island tourism, sport 
tourism, meetings and exhibition tourism, golf tourism, food tourism, shopping, and 
health tourism
3
. Major events such as Malaysia International Shoes Festival, Formula 1 
and Motor GP etc. will also be organized to attract local and international tourists. Other 
plans to encourage tourism growth include nationwide programmes for safety, 
cleanliness, comfort, and facilities improvement. In short, tourism is a prioritized industry 
and a significant contributor to national income, creating jobs and more economic growth 
to the country. According to report from Performance Management and Delivery Unit 
Malaysia aims to have 36 million tourist arrivals and RM168bil receipts by 2020
4
. 
Arrivals of tourists in big numbers, and all tourists’ activities, will no doubt generate 
impacts whether positive or negative. It can generate economic impacts, social impacts 
and environmental impacts. Therefore, impact management is important in order to 
maximize the positives and minimize the negatives.  
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Sustainable Tourism in Langkawi 
 
Sustainable tourism is particularly important in Langkawi. As a famous tourist 
destination in Kedah, Langkawi is bursting with beautiful natural resources that become 
an attraction for local and international tourists alike. Langkawi consists of 99 beautiful 
islands and a particularly significant area of archaeological importance that is the 
Geopark. The main economy of Langkawi is tourism related and the majority of the 
population run or are employed in tourism and hospitality related businesses. Tourist 
arrival to Langkawi has been on the increases, and this is particularly observable since 
the political turmoil affecting Thailand in 2010. With the increasing tourist arrival, so is 
the number of accommodations and other tourism related businesses on the main island. 
There are also new attractions being developed to make Langkawi more attractive. They 
include the Water Theme Park, Butterfly Park, New Marine Park and so on.  
 
The abundance of naturally beautiful sceneries, the vernacular houses and 
kampung, the rivers and mountains, the tropical rainforests and mangroves, the natural 
lakes, the sandy beautiful beaches, the crystal clear sea and coral reefs coupled with the 
diverse historical and cultural heritage make Langkawi more attractive as a tourism 
destination. High ease of tourist’s access (through air and sea routes) to the island from 
local and international points of origin is another contributing factor to the rapid growth 
of tourism on the island. Travelling via road within the island does not take more than 
approximately 30-40 minutes to reach from one end to another. For visiting the attractive 
tourist places in some of the small islands, tourists will need to take a boat tour or a 
private boat rental. If tourists have hard times to find their destinations, they can go the 
nearest tourist information centre, which are located in several places in Langkawi. With 
good connectivity with major airports such as KLIA, LCCT, Subang Sky Park, Penang 
International Airport and Changi International Airport, Langkawi is now a year round 
tourism destination. Beside flights, good ferry services from Kuala Kedah, Kuala Perlis, 
Penang and Satun in Southern Thailand, also help make langkawi a year round 
destination. The majority of tourists enter Langkawi via Kuah Jetty. The remaining enter 




As an increasingly popular tourism destination, Langkawi destination managers 
need strive to adopt sustainability in every aspects of the management. However, to reach 
that goal is no simple task and involves a wide variety of types and size of public, private 
and not-for-profit entities is an important strategy. Collaboration, specifically through 
multi-stakeholder partnerships, has been seen as an effective way to support initiatives in 
tourism development. Informal and formal collaboration, cooperation and partnerships 
among relevant parties are vital to the success of sustainable tourism implementation at a 
given destination.  
 
Langkawi Development Authority (LADA) 
 
Langkawi Development Authority (LADA) is a federally appointed government 
agency mandated to plan, develop and promote the island. It was officially established 
under the Langkawi Development Authority Act 1990 (ACT 423) on 15 March, 1990. As 
clearly stated in its corporate website, LADA operates under the Ministry of Finance. Its 
mission is to Become A World-Class Agency In The Efficient And Creative 
Development Of Langkawi's Infrastructure And Tourism Industry. Meanwhile, its vision 
is To Develop Langkawi's Physical And Organizational Structure Until It Becomes The 
World's Best Travel Destination, While Providing Maximum Benefits To The Island's 
Residents.  
 
To attain the vision and mission, LADA has several objectives i.e. to: 1) Lead 
developments in infrastructure, new tourism products and community projects. Provide 
investment opportunities to boost the economic and tourism sectors; 2) Encourages 
community participation in socio-economic activities and the preservation of traditional 
culture; and 3) Promote Langkawi as an international tourist destination. Its functions are 
stated as the following: 1) To encourage, stimulate, accelerate and implement socio-
economic development in Langkawi; 2) Promote the entire Langkawi region as a duty-
free tourist destination; 3) Promote, stimulate and implement tourism and infrastructure 
 
 5 
policy, as well as the residential, agricultural, industrial and trade developments in 
Langkawi; 4) To coordinate the abovementioned developmental activities in Langkawi.  
 
Its website also states that LADA has the mandate based on Act 423 and trust of 
the federal government to implement developmental activities in line with the following 
strategies and policies: 1. Coordinate all activities involving tourism, business or 
industrial development; 2) Work in full cooperation with any third parties involved with 
such activities; and 3) Lend financial or other types of assistance to any third party with 
the proven ability to undertake tourism, business or industrial developments authorized 
by LADA.  
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LADA also has the mandate to coordinate in the development and restructuring of 
Langkawi to become a top world-class tourist destination. LADA’s strategic plan was 
using the  Blue Ocean Strategy, which involves five priority areas: Tourism, Organization 
Development, Community Development, Infrastructure Development and Investment. 
Tourism is one of the most crucial divisions in LADA, established to turn Langkawi into 
a world-class tourist destination. Among strategies to do so are via tourism-related events 
such as the Langkawi International Maritime & Aerospace Exhibition (LIMA), MATTA 
Fair, Tourism Festival and Ironman Langkawi, promoting Langkawi abroad and 
promoting a unique heritage in Langkawi i.e. the UNESCO-designated. Functions of the 
Tourism Division include: 1) Review and carry out tourism-related events organized by 
the government and private sector; 2) Examine and review sponsorship programmes from 
the private sector to make sure they are in line with LADA’s guidelines for promoting 
Langkawi as a major tourist destination; 3) Plan programmes and events for domestic and 
international markets in cooperation with Tourism Malaysia and the private sector; 4) 
Conduct research to find appropriate advertising platforms domestically and 
internationally for marketing and promotional purposes; and 5) Collect data related to 
tourism in Langkawi. 
 
The complex path towards sustainability 
 
To develop a destination into a sustainable destination, there are many guides, 
frameworks, standards and strategies proposed in the literature. However, applying these 
guides, frameworks, standards and strategies is very challenging due to the complex 
system of governance that often exist in a destination. In the case of Langkawi, the 
complexity of attaining sustainable tourism via strategy and standards can be attributed to 
a combination of factors.  
 
“Our biggest challenge is that there is just too many strategies due to frequent 
change or strategy or policy at the federal level… follow through is sometimes 
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lacking or incomplete within the cycle…Standards are sometimes secondary to profit 
and tourist satisfaction..”. 
LADA representative 
 
The Geopark and Conservation Division of Langkawi is responsible for managing 
sustainable tourism issues.  The roles of this division are to plan and coordinate the 
human resources, finance, administration, development planning, international relations 
and other affairs of Langkawi Geopark, as well as conduct research and analysis into rock 
composition and related geological activities to compile for tourism and academic 
purposes. They also establish training programs and advisory services for the local 
residents to teach them ways to supplement their livelihood through sustainable eco-
tourism activities, disseminate information to the public on how Langkawi fits into the 
UNESCO Geopark concept, ensure a high standard of cleanliness, maintenance and 
monitoring of the protected Geopark areas and coordinate environmental-awareness 
programs with relevant agencies to protect vital eco-systems on the island from illegal 
poaching or deforestation.  
The formation of the various committees and the Advisory Council of Langkawi 
Geopark reflects the strategy adopted by the Langkawi Geopark management. Apart from 
concentrating on immediate development within the Geopark, LADA as the management 
authority of Langkawi Geopark claimed to have continued to foster close corporation 
from various research-oriented agencies including the Langkawi Research Centre and 
conservation centred government agencies including the Forestry Department to support 
immediate and future development of Langkawi Geopark.  
While the establishment of the Geopark has positively contributed to local 
employment and economic opportunities, there are also negative effects caused by the 
increase in tourist arrivals to this environmentally sensitive area, especially when there is 
no carrying capacity identified to protect it from overcrowding. With increased tourists, 
there are also impacts on solid waste and water management needs of the island.  
 




Increased number of tourists has increased the amount of solid waste in 
Langkawi, making solid management an all-important challenge for LADA. The biggest 
problem was the cost of operation from using incinerator or commercial dumping 
method. At this point, incinerator has been seen as a more beneficial method because the 
processing of solid waste in an incinerator also leads to generation of electricity. After 
incineration, what's left of the waste would be10% of ashes that need to be disposed of in 
the landfill. This would reduce the use of land and is much safer than the conventional 
way. 
The plant in Kampung Belanga Pecah, Jalan Air Hangat is now on a trial run to 
ensure compliance with the requirements of the Department of Environment (DOE), 
Housing and Local Government. The RM68 million plant can process 100 tons per-day 
of waste to gene-rate one megawatt of electricity. National Solid Waste Management 
Department director-general says that the power produced was more than enough to 
operate the plant. The plant is also capable of segregating solid waste and recycling. The 
Langkawi incinerator plant is among five new ones being commissioned by the ministry. 
However it is the only one with the capacity to generate its own power. On the other 
hand, the cost of operating an incinerator is much more higher that the conventional 
ways. 
 The conventional ways of disposing solid waste was deemed too inefficient and 
quite unsustainable because of the limited land space of Langkawi. So, the authority has 
to think of ways to reduce this solid waste to balance the progressive urbanization of 
Langkawi. Some Malaysian opposed this incinerator project as they have concern about 
the lack of expertise to operate the incinerators. Even after the incinerator has been built, 
it cannot run in full due to the lack of experts to operate the incinerators in ways that 
could ensure public safety.  
Solid waste collection process has been outsourced to a private company to 
improve efficiency. Unfortunately this also allows for lack of accountability if there were 
any problems or complaints from the public. To reduce the solid waste and manage them 
in systematic way,  LADA has called for the waste collection agency to increase the 
frequency of garbage collection at the main roads and tourism spots in Langkawi. In this 
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way, tourism spots will always be clean and comfortable for tourist to relax and doing 
activities. A systematic management of solid waste will make the island more 
environmental friendly and attractive to potential tourists. Existing tourists will be 




Water is an important natural resource, which is increasingly threatened by 
pollution.  In Malaysia most of the rivers water quality is or becoming polluted and 
unsafe for direct use. Even though Malaysia is located in humid tropical area with rich 
natural water resources such as surface and underground water resources, Malaysia has 
experienced many dry spells that force the authority to do rationing measures that affect 
the livelihood of many people and businesses. In the context of Langkawi, part of its 
water resources comes from the Malut Hill Dam, the main watershed structures for raw 
water sources with the capacity of 7153 million/cm3 of water. In the dry season the dam 
will supply water to the Water Treatment Plant at Padang Saga III and if there are more 
water supplies needed, the water from this dam will also be supplied to the Water 
Treatment Plant at Bukit Kemboja. 
  
As an agency that overseas Langkawi tourism development, one of LADA’s 
objectives is to lead developments in infrastructure, new tourism products and 
community projects. LADA also functions to promote, stimulate and implement tourism 
and infrastructure policy, as well as the residential, agricultural, industrial and trade 
developments in Langkawi. These objective and function shows that LADA is also 
responsible in monitoring the planning and implementation of infrastructure 
development. For instance, if a new hotel is built in Langkawi, LADA is responsible to 
make sure the implementation of water system in the hotel is in accordance to the 
government policy. 
 Syarikat Air Darul Aman or in short is called SADA is a water supply company 
which is wholly owned by Kedah State Government and is the successor to the 
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Department of Water Supply in Kedah. SADA was incorporated four years ago, on 
January 1, 2010. Department of Water Supply was incorporated is because of the 
amendment of the federal constitution. Water Services Industry Act 2006 was enacted to 
prevail in the water services industry. Its responsibility is to ensure the people of Kedah 
get clean water meets the standards of Malaysian Ministry of Health and World Health 
Organization (WHO), and provides reasonable rate of clean water for people in Kedah. 
 
SADA has worked together with the government agencies like Majlis 
Perbandaran Langkawi and Langkawi Development Authority (LADA) to achieve an 
effective water distribution system, and an efficient customer service to all domestic and 
commercial users. The commercial users for water  include tourism players include 
hotels, travel agencies, shopping malls, restaurants and other service providers.  
From the users’ point of view, there were a number of issues related to water in 
Langkawi. Firstly, water pressure in some hotel rooms located along the beachside was 
low. Low water pressure could negatively affect tourists’ quality of experience. It could 
also negatively affect the image of the hotel. Worse, dissatisfied tourists were not likely 
to return and this could lead to bad business. Low water pressure was also affecting the 
community households in Langkawi. Some residents complained that this usually take 
place during peak hours such early morning or early evening when water is much needed 
for cooking and cleaning. 
 
As far as LADA was concerned they have received no complaint about water 
from tourists or residents of Langkawi. However, they are concerned on the issue of 
reckless release of waste water into the ocean by some beachfront hotels. The untreated 
waste water could bring health disaster to swimmers and affect the marine environment. 
LADA wanted to curb this via a training program on water and water quality 
management. Unfortunately, the hotels refuse to abide by their warnings or get involved 
in their awareness programmes. Clearly many hotels were not paying serious attention on 
the repercussion of their action on the ecosystem and community health. They appeared 




“SADA and LADA should have paid attention towards community complaints 
instead of focusing solely on the concern of the business community and tourists. 
Community’s opinions and views must be heard because they also play important roles in 
the tourism industry. They plays as service providers and workers in the industry..in the 
end they would also be affected by the industry. “ 
Community representative 
 
Rapid development of tourism 
 
A managerial challenge for LADA in relation to solid waste and water 
management was to manage the rapid development of Chenang beach area. At least 500 
premises are operating in this area making it the busiest tourism area in Langkawi. The 
rapid but fragmented and unsystematic development of tourism businesses in this area 
was difficult to control and monitor. Solid waste from the tourism activities has increased 
many fold and for many of the hotels there especially the old ones, there is no access to 
the main water treatment system. Therefore these premises would dump their wastewater 
into the sea. LADA has no control over the Chenang beach area development because all 
development is under the perusal of Langkawi Municipality. In addition, the culture of 
avoiding conflict with other agencies and people with political power prohibits LADA 
from imposing sustainable tourism standards in the area. 
 
“Services of business providers are sometimes not well or constantly regulated. 




 ‘Think tourism’? 
 
Another challenge was the inability of other government agencies to ‘think tourism’ in all 
aspects of their operation. Langkawi is a fast growing tourism destination that needs to 
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learn from others about unsustainable development so that it would not repeat the same 
mistakes. A lot of land reclamation in coastal areas for commercial and infrastructure 
development has changed the landscape of the islands. Various issues and conflicts 
arising from tourism development however, were documented in the Langkawi Structure 
Plan in 1990 and the Langkawi Local Plan in 2005. The Structure Plan indicated several 
types of development along the coastal areas have had a negative impact on the natural 
environment, such as coastal erosion and sedimentation. The Structure Plan also 
identified that no special areas were reserved for nature lovers and the public to study or 
enjoy the wildlife, such as birds. This runs contrast to any effort towards sustainable 
tourism. 
 
According to the protagonist, LADA is planning several activities to ensure 
Langkawi as sustainable tourism such as mangrove planting, cleaning the river and make 
nursery mangrove seedlings. In addition, LADA has plan to establish Corridor Wildlife 
and determine the carrying capacity of Geoparks with the help of researchers from a local 
university. However, Friends of Langkawi Geopark (FLAG) thinks that LADA is still not 
doing enough, particularly in ensuring strict adherence to UNESCO’s guidelines. Some 
stakeholders also blame LADA for the lack of motivation among building owners to 
integrate rainwater harvesting features in their building design. Consequently tourism 
businesses are heavily dependent on tap water for their daily needs. In dry months, this 
dependency pose a huge risk to the tourism industry as well as the local community as 
there will be competition for water at the time when supply is low. 
 
Collaboration issue  
 
FLAG’s incessant criticism is a big challenge to LADA. FLAG, which was 
established on 28 Dis. 2013 is a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) whose self-
claim function is only assist and not to protest. Representing the whole society, FLAG is 
a self-funded organization that is made up of experienced and skilful people who aspire 
to make Langkawi the best Geopark in the WORLD. The slogan is Love Langkawi 
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Global Geopark! At the time of the fieldwork, FLAG’s head was a well-experienced 
individual with strong background in tourism and tourism business. 
 
As mentioned earlier, FLAG is an NGO that strives to help to conserve all nature 
in Langkawi by giving education program such as talk or briefing to educate school 
student, adopt a school program to motivate and increase pupil’s environmental 
awareness  and get involved in tree planting, cleanliness and education programmes. 
Examples of event that them had been involved in include Program Tanaman Pokok 
Bakau at Pulau Tuba, Compost Lesson at Herbwalk Langkawi that give a lesson on how 
to turn our daily waste organic matter into something beneficial for our plants, Saving 
Our Coral Reefs, Suluh Sotong 2014, Plastic Campaign at School and Kilim Karst 
Geoforest Park Mangrove Clean Up.  
 
 FLAG opined that a sustainable tourism development in Langkawi is hampered 
by too much political interference. Some decisions are bad decisions that negatively 
affect the environment as well as the socio-cultural environment of Langkawi. More 
importantly, FLAG believed that LADA was actually not committed to its tagline 
‘NATURALLY LANGKAWI’ in deciding development project approval.  LADA was 
also seen as promoting false image of Langkawi. For example, LADA promoted hanging 
bridge at Cable Car as one of the interesting places in Langkawi. However, the place has 
been closed for repair and not much has been done to expedite the repair process. 
Consequently, tourists become disappointed and fewer wish to revisit.  
 
In developing Langkawi as a tourism destination and to ensure Langkawi as 
sustainable tourism, the two parties have a big challenge in terms of collaboration. LADA 
and FLAG do not seem to be on the same page when it comes to cooperation in 
maintaining Langkawi as Geopark status. One example relates to UNESCO’s decision in 
2011 to take back Langkawi Geopark’s status: Every four years, UNESCO will do 
reassessment of Langkawi’s Geopark status to ensure that the established standards are 
adhered to. However, in year 2011 UNESCO found that there are problems related to 
boat speed exceeding the speed limit, which can damage the coral reefs and can cause 
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damage to the riverbank. UNESCO also claimed that there is no established carrying 
capacity for the sensitive areas. With the steady increase in tourist arrival, lack of 
established carrying capacity will cause damage to sensitive areas in the long run. For 
this reason UNESCO wanted to take back Langkawi’s Geopark status.  
 
“LADA failed to perform (on the issue of Geopark’s status. They let this issue (occurred) 
without taking initiative. "  
FLAG representative 
 
An episode of blaming ensues. The NGOs said LADA was not doing their roles to 
protect and sustain Langkawi as Georpark status. When the problem occurred, LADA 
kept mum and decided not to inform or ask help from any NGO or private associations to 
resolve the issue. They did not take any action to keep the status Langkawi Geopark. 
FLAG wanted to help LADA solve the problem and to defend Langkawi’s status as a 
Geopark destination from UNESCO. They claimed to have done some constructive 
activities to help sustain Geopark status and not just being a ‘new and inactive NGO that 
complains a lot’ as claimed by some quarters.  
 
"Flag is not an agency that works to held event (but its function is) to help outline the 
efforts of government bodies such as LADA in doing all events in Langkawi" 
FLAG representative. 
 
LADA claimed to have joined many volunteering events and recently joined the 
event of ‘Mangrove Clean Up’ organized by the Rotary Club. They had sponsored foods 
and logistics for the program, which had involved many governments’ agencies and other 
NGOs including FLAG. FLAG is chided as a new organization that would just participate 
in events organized by others. On the other hand, FLAG argued that the organization 
actually had also organized their own programs such as ‘Compost Lesson’ program at 
Herbwalk Langkawi which is lesson on how to turn our daily organic waste into 
something beneficial for plants, ‘School Adoption by FLAG’, ‘Saving Our Coral Reefs’ 
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and many more. Evidently despite having similar objectives i.e. to protect the Geopark, 
both parties have not been on the same page.  
Although the relationship between LADA and FLAG is not as close, both of the 
parties know their roles in order to make Langkawi a premier tourist attraction in the 
world. However, the challenge remains because there is difficulty to regulate local 
businesses and private landowners in matters of sensitive environment protection.  
“Laws are not fully enforced (i.e. especially on development of buildings, etc.) 
due to political interference and our culture of ‘not throwing dirt into another’s rice 
bowl” 
LADA representative 
In short, despite LADA’s attempt to engage stakeholders via forming consultative 
committee (tourism issue), focus group committee (green issues), and having meetings 
twice a year, no concrete solution can be found to ensure a sustainable tourism 
development in Langkawi. It is claimed that in each meeting, while there would be 
mutual understanding of all the problems affecting Langkawi tourism (for example eagle 
feeding, rubbish etc.), no follow up actions would be taken due to factors such as lack of 
mutually agreed strategies, political pressure from certain quarters with vested interests 
and other issues. These issues complicate LADA’s attempt to turn Langkawi into a 













































**note: Photo credit for photos B-D belongs to Pantai Tengah Green Community 
whatsapp group. 
 
